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FIRSTS    IN    JESUS'     LIFE 
II  --  HIS  FIRST  SERMON 


Every  four  years  we  Americans  are  treated  to  those 
quadrennial  charades  known  as  political  conventions .    The 
first  major  presentation  at  these  events  is  known  as  the 
"Keynote  Addressc"    This  address  sets  the  stage  and  sug- 
gests the  content  for  everything  that  follows  B 

Jesus  delivered  what  might  be  called  a  "Keynote 
Sermon,"    God  who  had  spoken  in  times  past  to  the  fathers 
by  the  prophets  would  now  speak  in  a  son.    What  would  He 
say?    The  world  of  His  day  was  rife  with  superstition  and 
injustice,  suffering  and  sorrow „    What  would  He  say?    As 
His  contemporaries j  the  Pharisees  had  ascetized  religion. 
The  Sadducees  had  liberalized  religion,,    The  Zealots  and 
Herodians  had  politicized  religion.    What  would  He  say? 

The  answer  is  given  in  the  first  chapter  of  St.  Mark's 
Gospel.    Fresh  from  the  waters  of  baptism  and  the  rigors 
of  temptation,'  and  after  John  was  cast  into  prison,  Jesus 
came  into  Galilee*,  preaching,  "The  time  is  fulfilled,  and 
the  kingdom  of  God  is  at  hand;  repent ,  and  believe  in  the 
gospel."  (Mark  1:14,   15) 


Clearly  Jesus  addressed  Himself  to  individuals. 
This  was  to  be  His  practice  throughout.    It  is  not  without 
significance  that  after  Mark  reports  this  opening  sermon  of 
Jesus  he  goes  on  immediately  to  show  how  Jesus  went  to  the 
Sea  of  Galilee  and  entreated  two  men  to  come  and  follow 
Him= 

Let  me  flash  a  blinking  light  of  caution  here.    We 
are.  not  to  conclude  from  the  fact  that  Jesus  appealed  to  men 
on  an  individual  basis  that  the  only  business  of  the  church 
is  to  speak  to  the  issues  of  the  heart*    The  prophets  of  the 
Old  Testament  spoke  sharply  to  entrenched  wealth  and  pow- 
er.   They  challenged  kings »  and  frequently  summoned  the 
nation  to  repentance. 


I  find  it  helpful  to  recall  the  occasion  when  a  man 
came  up  to  Jesus  and  said:    " Master ,  speak  to  my  brother 
that  he  divide  the  inheritance  with  me."  (Luke  12:13)    Ap- 
parently the  family  estate  had  not  been  properly  settled. 
The  man  felt  that  he  had  something  coming  to  him  that  Jesus 
might  help  him  get.    But  Jesus  turned  to  this  anxious  soul 
and  said;    "Mans  who  made  me  a  judge  or  divider  over  you?" 
(Luke  12:14)    Let  us  not  deduce  from  this  response  of  Jesus 
that  He  refused  to  recognize  that  the  man  had  a  claim.    Or 
that  He  was  indifferent  to  this  claim.    The  key  I  think  is  to 
be  found  in  the  personal  pronoun-who  made  me  a  judge  or 
divider  over  you  ?    This  is  not  my  vocation.    There  are  men 
called  to  the  practice  of  law  who  will  help  you. 

To  infer  from  this  incident  that  because  Jesus  re- 
fused to  adjudicate  He  was  not  interested  in  justice  would  be 
akin  to  saying  that  because  He  did  not  write  he  was  not  in- 
terested in  literature 5  or  that  because  He  did  not  paint  He 
was  not  interested  in  artl    His  singular  and  peculiar  voca- 
tion was  to  alert  men  and  women  to  get  ready  and  stay  ready 
for  the  kingdom  of  Godo    "The  kingdom  of  God  is  at  hand; 
repent9  and  believe  in  the  gospel." 


Jesus s  first  sermon  was  a  four-pointer.    It  is  made 
up  of  two  assertions  in  the  indicative  mood  and  two  words  in 
the  imperative0    The  assertions;    "The  time  is  fulfilled,  the 
kingdom  of  God  is  at  hand,"    The  imperatives;    "Repent, 
and  believe,," 

"The  time  is  fulfill  eda  and  the  kingdom  of  God  is  at 
hand."    These  announcements  generate  and  convey  strong 
currents  of  urgency.    There  is  something  very  exciting 
about  what  Jesus  was  saying  here.    It  was  not  an  urgency 
based  on  fear  or  threat,    The  motivation ,  rather,  was  alto- 
gether positive.    The  appointed  time  has  come!    What  ages 
past  have  longed  for  has  arrived!    The  kingdom  now  is  here 
in  the  person  of  the  king!    Something  wonderful  wants  to  hap- 
pen to  you!    Let  it  happen  ! 

Jesus  believed  that  history  is  not  in  bondage  to  im- 
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personal  forces ,    That  man's  prospects  are  not  at  the  mer- 
cy of  dark  and  demonic  powers e    He  believed  that  God  reigns  ! 
That  God  has  a  will  for  history  I    That  with  His  coming  a  new 
age  had  dawned!    God  was  scoring  a  break-through.    The 
creator  is  determined  to  recover  His  creation  that  it  might 
realize  His  purpose  for  it.    The  time  is  fulfilled.    The  king- 
dom is  at  hando    Or,  as  the  New  English  Bible  has  it,  "the 
kingdom  is  upon  you." 

The  imperatives  rise  quite  naturally  from  the  indica- 
tives.   Any  time  Jesus  comes  beside  us  and  declares  that 
the  time  is  fulfilled  and  the  kingdom  is  at  hand  we  are  in 
crisis.    We  cannot  simply  assimilate  his  word  and  go  on 
with  business  as  usual.    Charles  Sehuitz,  the  author  of 
"Peanuts/'  did  a  cartoon  a  while  ago  that  depicts  a  church 
youth  group  that  is  about  to  embark  upon  a  panel  discussion. 
The  leader  announces  calmly ;  "Our  panel  discussion  tonight 
will  be  on  the  meaning  of  the  12th  chapter  of  the  Book  of 
Revelation,  after  which  our  entire  group  will  go  bowling  1"  1 
Read  the  12th  chapter  of  Revelation  today  and  see  how  com- 
patible it  is  with  bowling.    If  that  chapter  is  true  bowling 
doesn't  matter!    If  the  time  is  fulfilled  and  the  kingdom  is 
at  hand  a  lot  of  things  we  are  about  do  not  matter. 

Therefore,  we  must  repent.    Why?    Because  no  mans 
as  he  is  ?  is  ready  for  the  kingdom.    We  must  shed  old  ways 
of  seeing  ourselves,  old  ways  of  seeing  the  world,  old  ways 
of  doing,  old  ways  of  sinningo    And  repent,  not  just  once, 
but  constantly,  for  repentance  is  both  act  and  attitude .    It 
belongs  to  the  middle  and  end  of  Christian  experience  as  well 
as  to  the  beginning. 

"Believe  in  the  gospel. "    I  would  be  less  than  honest 
with  you  if  I  did  not  acknowledge  that  though  this  sermon  of 
Jesus  is  very  brief,  walking  around  this  text  is  like  walking 
around  a  heavily  mined  field.    Words  like  "kingdom,"  and 
"time,"  and  "repent,"  and  "believe,"  are  loaded  terms. 
They  have  vexed  and  divided  concerned  scholars  for  centur- 
ies.   Yet,  I  cannot  help  but  believe  that  we    make  these  crit- 
ical terms  more  complicated  than  they  need  to  be.    Surely, 
they  were  not  all  that  difficult  for  those  who  heard  them  first. 
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The  other  day  I  stumbled  on  a  statement  that  was 
written  by  a  seminary  student  in  California,    It  is  called  a 
'theologian^  rewrite5  of  Peter 8s  Great  Confession,    Jesus 
turns  to  the  disciples  and  asks,  "Who  do  you  say  that  I  am?" 
Peter  steps  forward  and  replies 9  "You  are  the  eschatologi- 
cal  manifestation  of  the  ground  of  our  being:  the  kerygma 
manifested  in  conflict  and  decision  in  the  humanized  process . 
And  Jesus  replies,  "WHAT?"  2 

What  is  the  kingdom  of  God?    David  Jenkins  helps  us 
when  he  suggests  that:    "The  Kingdom  of  God  stands  for  that 
realm  in  which  there  is  finally  achieved  and  established 
those  purposes  of  God  for  his  people  which  were  discovered 
in  their  history  and  which  it  was  believed  would  be  worked 
through  their  history,"  3^ 

What  does  it  mean  to  believe  in  the  gospel  ?    The 
Apostles8  Creed;,  the  oldest  Creed  of  the  church,  was  origi- 
nally used  in  connection  with  the  sacrament  of  baptism,, 
When  the  candidate  for  baptism  said,  "I  believe  in  God  the 
Father  Almighty, . .  ."  he  was  saying  in  effect  -  "I  hand  my- 
self over  to.    I  accept  God's  definition  of  my  life,    I  accept 
God*s  purpose  for  the  world,  and  my  part  in  it," 

To  believe  in  God  is  not  to  add  one  more  unit  to  the 
world  we  know;  it  is  to  see  the  same  world  as  the  unbeliever 
sees,  but  to  apprehend  it  in  an  entirely  different  light,    Fre- 
quently we  who  believe  feel  that  we  are  called  to  defend  an- 
other category  of  reality  called  "divinity."    After  we  have 
wrestled  with  "time"  and  "money"  and  "place"  and  "status" 
and  "people,"  we  feel  obliged,   beyond  all  these,  to  maintain 
a  loyalty  to  yet  another  category  called  God,    But  when  God 
calls  us  to  believe  He  is  calling  us  to  see  the  same  world 
that  other  men  see,  the  same  phenomena  that  other  men  see, 
but  to  behold  them  in  a  totally  different  light. 

Let  me  try  to  bring  the  kingdom  down  to  where  we 
iive0    In  whatever  heart  rapacity  gives  way  to  contentment; 
anxiety  gives  way  to  trust;  vengeance  gives  way  to  forgive- 
ness; domination  gives  way  to  service;  despair  gives  way  to 
hope;  hate  gives  way  to  love  -  there  the  kingdom  is  estab- 
lished!   "The  time  is  fulfilled,  and  the  kingdom  of  God  is  at 
hand.    Repent  and  believe  in  the  gospel." 
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Jesus  addressed  His  word  to  individual  men  and  wo- 
men like  ourseiveso    The  problems  in  life  he  leaves  to  us. 
The  problem  of  life  is  what  He  came  to  help  us  solve.    He 
shapes  men  that  men  in  turn  might  shape  the  world* 

We  stand  to  His  word  precisely  where  those  first 
hearers  stood  in  Galilee,    Even  as  the  kingdom  was  "at 
hand"  to  them,  so  the  kingdom  is  nigh  to  us*.    Carl  Braaten 
has  helped  me  by  noting  that:  "The  Tiast  things'  are  the  'ul- 
timate things1  of  life  that  have  to  do  with  conscience  and  not 
chronology0    Each  person  and  each  generation  is  equidistant 
from  eternity."  4     The  fact  that  we  are  two  thousand  years 
down  the  time-line  does  not  change  the  relative  position. 
For  us  j  as  for  them*  the  time  is  fulfilled  and  the  kingdom 
is  at  hand.    Eternity  knocks  to  enter 0 

History  is  essentially  a  tale  of  two  kingdoms:    The 
kingdom  of  self  and  the  kingdom  of  God!    The  kingdom  of 
self  is  articulated  in  those  angry  words  of  the  Gospel  of 
Luke:    "We  will  not  have  this  man  to  reign  over  us0"  (Luke 
19:14)    The  kingdom  of  God  is  represented  winsomely  by  the 
strangers  on  the  Emmaus  Road  who  when  the  king  went  by 
reached  out  and  said:    "Abide  with  us,  for  it  is  toward  eve- 
ning and  the  day  is  far  spent!    As  he  sat  at  meath  with  them, 
he  took  bread  and  blessed  it,  and  broke  it,  and  gave  it  to 
thenio    And  their  eyes  were  opened  and  they  knew  him*" 
(Luke  24:29-31) 
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